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SPIRITAN
NEWS
CONGREGAZIONE DELLO SPIRITO SANTO -

CLIVO DI CINNA, 195 -

00136 ROMA

Centenary of the Church in Eastern Nigeria
There is no doubt that the Church in Eastern Nigeria is one of the success stories of the Catholic
missions, and the Congregation can be grateful to God for the substantial role it was called upQn to play
in this story - a role that is by no means over today, with the growth of an energetic Nigerian Province.
The centenary of this Church was celebrated at the beginning of December, after a year of preparation
and reflection in all the dioceses.

The Founders (1885-1905)
1985 marked the centenary of the Church only in Eastern
Nigeria, as SMA missionaries had begun to work in Lagos as
early as 1862. By 1884 they had arrived as far east as
Lokoja, on the west bank of the Niger, in an area where
Canadian Spiritans now work. But it was not until 1885
that Catholic missionaries arrived in the part of Nigeria that
lies east of the Niger and south of the Benue.
It was on 5 December that year that two young Spiritans
landed at Onitsha: Fr. Joseph Lutz, a 33-year-old Alsatian
who had already worked for eight years in Sierra Leone, and
Fr. Jean Horne, a 27-year-old German. They presented
themselves to the lgbo King of Onitsha, Obi Anazonwu, and,
as he received them warmly, Fr. Lutz went back down river
to Brass, to return with the luggage and the two other members of the team: Brothers Jean-Gotto Jacob, 27, and Hermas Hock, 19, both from Alsace . At the beginning of January, the King offered them land for the mission and their
choice fell on a spot which had been ceded four years earlier
to the Anglican Bishop, Samuel Crowther. Bishop Crowther,
a Yoruba, must have been a very spiritual man, for, when
approached, he said: "I acquired this piece of land for God's
cause. Take it." This is the land on which the Holy Trinity
cathedral now stands, with the field that witnessed the
recent centenary celebrations. (It was the same Bishop

.•:

Ns

•Awka
;:;..:.;;,..:.::""H::..:A

Ab~kaliki

~dazi

lhiala

• Orlu •Oki we
Owerri

Umuahia

• lkot Ekpene

·=·=·
• ••••••
• ••••••••
•••••••••••••
•
••••••••••••
• •••••••
••• CAMEROUN •••
•••••••••
•••••••••
•••••••••••
••••••••
••••••••••••••••••

..

Dioceses •••
•1 -·-·-·-·-···
--•
•••

••• •• • ••
----- -- -

. . :a-

Fr. Joseph Lutz.

Fr. Leon Lejeune.

Crowther who allowed the SMA Fathers to share his church
building in Lokoja for several years - another gesture that
speaks well for the ecumenism of the time.)
The deed for the land was signed on 6 January and plans
were made for a mission house, but tragedy immediately
struck. All four missionaries came down with fever, and
Brother Jean-Gotto died on 18 January. In reporting his
death to the Mother House, Fr. Lutz wrote: "It is a great
loss ... for we considered him the best one of us." Without
his help, and because of heavy rains, the building of the
house took longer than expected, and it was April before
they could move in . They were then able to turn their attention to evangelization, and the first solemn adult baptism
took place on 29 August. They celebrated the liturgy,
preached to the people and organized catechism classes.
They also cared for the sick and administered medicines to
them, and they redeemed slaves from the slave market on
the opposite bank of the Niger. Education was a priority
from the start, and the King of Onitsha gave them two of his
sons to educate. Before long a Christian village began to
form .
Fr. Horne had to return to Europe the following year
because of ill health. (On his recovery he went out to the
east coast, to Morogoro, where he served for four years,
dying in 1893.) Reinforcements arrived in the form of two
priests and a brother, and in 1889 four Sisters of St. Joseph
of Cluny were able to join the team, bringing valuable help in
dispensary work and for the education of girls. In that year
too the area became the Prefecture Apostolic of the Lower
Niger, with Fr. Lutz as Prefect.
Fr. Lutz did not restrict himself to Onitsha but made many
treks to the neighbouring areas. The first foundation outside of Onitsha was in 1890 at Aguleri, a few miles to the
north, to which they had been invited by the local King,

ldigo. King ldigo and his family were baptized the following
year and this gave considerable impetus to the Aguleri mission, where a Christian village soon developed. In 1892 a
third mission was opened at Nsugbe (where the new Nigerian Provincialate has just been built). Fr. Lutz became seriously ill in 1894 and had to return to France, dying the following year at the age of 43. During his ten years the
Church had been planted, but development had been slow
as missionaries were few (the most he had ever had at one
time were 6 priests, 4 brothers and 5 sisters). The number
of Catholics in 1895 was only 775. By then Brother Hermas
was the only survivor of the first four. He worked in Nigeria
till 1914, was home on leave that year when war broke out
in Europe, and after the war was assigned to Cameroon,
only to lose his life with 15 other Spiritans in the wreck of
the Afrique in 1920.
Fr. Lutz was succeeded as Prefect from 1896 to 1898 by
Fr. Joseph Reling, but this was only a nominal appointment,
as Fr. Reling was in France on sick leave at the time and he
never recovered sufficiently to return. He was succeeded
by Fr. Rene Pawlas, but this was also for only two years, as
Fr. Pawlas died in 1900. Early deaths, due to malaria and
other tropical fevers, were common, and Fr. John Jordan, in
his book on Bishop Shanahan, wrote: "As man followed
man into the soh red clay of Africa, the survivors gathered
round his grave, crossed hands and, kneeling with bent
heads, made a solemn demand on God: ·Accept, 0 Eternal
Father,' they prayed, 'the sacrifice of the life of this our
brother in Christ; the sacrifice of our lives too. But grant
that over his bones and ours a great Church will arise amidst
the people whom we serve'."
The next Prefect was an energetic man who quickly
made his mark: Fr. Leon Lejeune, who had already served
for 15 years in Gabon. He was a man of boundless energy
and Bishop Shanahan later described him as "one of the
finest and bravest missionaries I have ever known". When
he saw the poor mud huts that the missionaries were living
in, he threw himself personally into the hot and heavy work
of brick-making, so as to provide proper housing. He made
long treks, going as far east as Calabar and as far north as
lbi on the Benue. He disapproved of the system of redeeming slaves and setting up Christian villages, and wished to
reach out on a wider scale, especially through schools:
"Education is the only way ahead in Africa," he said; "there
is no other possible way to convert the people." During his
five years the number of children in the mission schools rose
from 175 to 1,400. In 1903 he founded a mission in Old
Calabar, with a hospital, run by the Cluny Sisters, and two
schools, and in the same year he started a mission at Dekina, in the north near the Benue. He too, however, died
young, at the age of 45 in 1905, when the number of Catholics was still only 2,000.

The Shanahan Years (1905-1931)
Fr. Lejeune was succeeded as Prefect by Fr. Joseph Shanahan, a young Irishman who had done all his secondary
studies in France. He volunteered for the Nigerian mission
and served for three years under Fr. Lejeune before succeeding him. He immediately decided that apostolate through
the schools was the correct method and did all he could to
develop it. As there were few missionaries, the first task
was the training of teachers and catechists, and the school
system was built up largely on these. As the missionaries
pushed further afield, they would ask each village if it was
interested in a school, and the people quickly realized that
this was the gateway to progress and were prepared to
make sacrifices for it. In this way not only were the children
evangelized but their parents began to have greater respect
for the Christian message and to seek baptism themselves.
Fr. Shanahan was an indefatigable trekker, and his gracious manner won him the favour of many of the chiefs.
Gradually the network of mission centres was extended,
with main centres at places like Adazi, lhiala and Emekuku,
and numerous outstations dependent on them. The constant problem was the shortage of missionaries, as neither
the French nor the Irish Province had many men. It should
not be thought that the Shanahan period was all Irish, for
alongside the names of Irish missionaries like Frs. Joe Dela-
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ney, James Mellett and
Dan Walsh, there were
those from France like
Frs. Alphonse Bindel,
Albert Bubendorff and
Joseph Treich. It was
thanks to these hardy
pioneers
and
many
more like them that the
network of mission stations was
gradually
built up.
World War I made it
harder to get reinforcements, and from 1910
to 1920 the number of
m1ss1onaries
(priests,
brothers and sisters) remained stable at about
30 while the number of
Catholics kept growing.
In 1920 there were 25
priests, 4 brothers, 6
sisters and 7 44 cateBishop Joseph Shanahan.
chists for 20,000 Catholics,
60,000 catechumens and 560 schools. In that year the Prefecture became the Vicariate of Southern Nigeria, and Fr. Shanahan
was consecrated Bishop in Ireland. While there, he appealed to the Irish Bishops and the Maynooth students for
diocesan priests to serve for a few years in Nigeria. The
first two to volunteer were Fr. Tom Ronayne, who later
became a Spiritan, and Fr. Patrick Whitney, who in 1932
founded the Kiltegan Fathers (St. Patrick's Society). To replace the Cluny Sisters, who had had to leave in 1920,
Bishop Shanahan founded the Holy Rosary Sisters in 1924,
and their first sisters arrived in Nigeria in 1928.
Bishop Shanahan's health had been weakened since a

1918 trek to Cameroon, and in 1927 he was given the help
of Bishop Charles Heerey as Coadjutor. In 1930 he had the

joy of ordaining the first lgbo priest, Fr. John Anyogu (later
Bishop of Enugu), who was the first to graduate from the
seminary opened at lgbariam in 1924. Bishop Shanahan
resigned in 1931 because of failing health and retired to Ireland, returning to Nigeria only for the consecration of Onitsha
cathedral in 1935. He then went to Nairobi, where he died
in 1943. His remains were later brought to their final resting
place in Onitsha cathedral.

Rapid Expansion (1931-1967)
When Bishop Heerey took over in 1931 as Vicar Apostolic, the Church was already solidly established, with
110,000 Catholics, 85,000 catechumens, 30,000 pupils,
1,773 teachers and 1,386 schools. By the time he died in
1967 these figures were to be vastly increased in a rapid
expansion that was due largely to the remarkable qualities of
the lgbo people and others of the area. While the schools
of the Shanahan period had been primary schools, a series
of excellent secondary schools were now established, as
well as teacher training colleges.
The time had also arrived for a division of the Vicariate.
The eastern part of it was entrusted to the newly founded
Kiltegan Fathers, with the establishment of the Prefecture of
Calabar in 1934 under Mgr. James Moynagh, and that of
Ogoja in 1938 under Mgr. Patrick Whitney, succeeded the
following year by Mgr. Thomas McGettrick. The northern
part became the Prefecture of Benue in 1934, under Mgr.
Philip Winterle, one of a group of German Spiritans who had
been called in to evangelize the area in 1930. In 1933 Fr.
Winterle had trekked by land as far as Yola, some 600 kms.
north-east of Makurdi, but had not been able to establish a
permanent mission there. The German Spiritans, led aher
1936 by Mgr. Josef Kirsten, based themselves at Makurdi
and at Gboko, Otukpo and ldah, the main towns, respectively, of the Tiv, ldoma and lgala peoples. Unfortunately, at
the beginning of World War II they were deported and
interned on the island of Jamaica. The English Province was
then asked to take over the Benue mission, which they did

The Civil War and after (1967-1985)

Bishop Okoye, Bishop Whelan, Archbishop Heerey
and Bishop Nwedo.
under Mgr. James Hagan (Prefect in 1948 and then Bishop
of Makurdi 1960-68) and Bishop Donal Murray (Bishop of
Makurdi since 1968). The Irish Augustinians took responsibility for the Diocese of Yola, but recently English Spiritans
have been invited in to help ( 15 of them at present). From
1947 Canadian Spiritans began arriving to work in Kabba
Province, including the lgala part of Benue, and this became
the Prefecture of Kabba in 1955 and the Diocese of Lokoja
in 1964, under Bishop Auguste Delisle. In 1968 the part of
the Diocese east of the Niger was detached as the Prefecture of ldah, under Mgr. Leopold Grimard until it became a
Diocese in 1977, under Bishop Ephraim Obot, a Nigerian.

The events of the tragic Civil War, or Biafran War (196770), are too recent to need recalling here. More than a million people in Eastern Nigeria lost their lives, mainly through
hunger, and many of the Irish Spiritans distinguished themselves in their efforts to get relief supplies to the starving.
Because the Federal authorities saw this as an identification
of the missionaries with the Biafran cause, some 300 Irish
Spiritans (including Bishop Whelan) and 200 expatriate sisters were expelle.d, or not allowed to return, after the War.
While this seemed a tragedy at the time, it threw the Nigerian Church on its own resources and they proved equal to
the task. The Catholic schools were all nationalized, which
also seemed a setback, but it did not stop vocations to the
clergy and religious congregatioris from continuing to increase. Local priests number some 600 today and there are
over 700 local sisters. The Bigard Seminary has 257 theologians at Enugu, with a further 558 philosophers at lkot
Ekpene, and a new seminary, with about 100 students, has
been founded at Owerri. Four new Dioceses have been set
up: Abakaliki (1973), Awka (1977), Orlu (1980) and Okigwe
( 1981). All twelve Dioceses of Onitsha Province now have
Nigerian Bishops except Port Harcourt (administered by Bishop Edmund Fitzgibbon, SPS), and the area has produced
two Cardinals: Cardinal Ekandem of lkot Ekpene and Cardinal
Arinze, the former Archbishop of Onitsha, who now heads
the Vatican Secretariat for Non-Christians. Catholics number over 4,000,000 and the laity play an active role in the
Church's life.

Makurdi, Yola and ldah are now suffragan sees of the
northern Archdiocese of Kaduna. The rest of Eastern Nigeria comes under the Archdiocese of Onitsha, which was
erected in 1950, with the suffragan sees of Owerri and Calabar (Owerri, under Bishop Joseph Whelan, had become a
Vicariate two years earlier). Ogoja became a Diocese in
1955, Umuahia in 1958, Port Harcourt in 1961. Enugu in
1962 and lkot Ekpene in 1963. Two of these were assigned to Nigerian Spiritans: Bishop Anthony Nwedo of
Umuahia and Bishop Godfrey Okoye of Port Harcourt. (After
the Civil War Bishop Okoye was transferred to Enugu, and
his unexpected death in 1977 was a great loss to the Diocese and to the Nigerian Province.)
All during this period the Church was making enormous
strides, with local clergy and sisters becoming more and
more numerous. The senior seminary, which moved from
lgbariam to Enugu in 1951 and changed its name from St.
Paul's to the Bigard Memorial Seminary, had 17 4 students at
the beginning of the Civil War. The Holy Rosary Sisters, and
other congregations like the Medical Missionaries of Mary
and the Sisters of the Holy Child Jesus, began to get numerous vocations, as did local congregations such as the Handmaids of the Holy Child Jesus (founded at Ca la bar in 1931),
the Sisters of the Immaculate Heart (founded
by Archbishop Heerey
at lhiala in 1937), the
Daughters of Mary,
Mother
of
Mercy
(founded
by Bishop
Nwedo in 1961) and,
later, the Daughters of
Divine Love (founded
by Bishop Okoye in
1969).
Archbishop
Heerey, who had led
the Church during this
period of expansion,
died in February 1967,
shortly
before
war
broke out.

Onitsha cathedral,
with its builder,
Br. Baldomir Hermanns
(seated).

Fr. General speaking to Br. Klaas Hettinga (right), builder of
the theologate at Enugu. Fr. James Okoye, Provincial, is
behind Fr. General.

The Spiritan Province of Nigeria
The first three Nigerian Spiritans were already priests
when they joined the Congregation, and they made their profession in Ireland: Bishops Nwedo and Okoye in 1951 and
Fr. Moses Orakwudo in 1954. The foundation of the Province in Nigeria itself began with the opening qf a juniorate at
lhiala in 1953. Of five candidates in the first novitiate at
Awo-Omamma, three made their first vows on 12 Feb.
1959, and of these three only Fr. Augustine Onyeneke went
on to final vows. He was ordained in 1965, along with Frs.
Denis Ononuju, Isaac Eze and Francis Okonkwo. After the
Civil War Fr. Eze served as the first Nigerian District Superior, and he was followed by Fr. Philip Aguh (1971-77),
during whose term of office the District became the Province
of Nigeria East in 1976 (the 'East' was dropped from the
name in 1983). The subsequent Provincials have been: Fr.
Moses Orakwudo (1977-80); Fr. Vincent Ezeonyia, who was
elected General Assistant at the 1980 General Chapter; Fr.
Anthony Ekwunife (Acting Provincial, 1980-81 ); and Fr.
James Okoye (1981- ). The Province is already the sixth
largest in the Congregation, with 167 professed members ( 1
bishop, 80 priests, 4 brothers and 82 scholastics) and there
are 27 novices at Awo-Omamma. The juniorate continues
to function at lhiala, the house of philosophy is at lsienu and
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homily, and during the ceremony Archbishop Ezeanya of Onitsha blessed the new Provincialate. The Provincial, Fr.
James Okoye, welcomed the 3,000 people who attended,
and thanked the Bishops present .and the other distinguished
guests. He thanked in particular the representatives of the
missionaries, past and present, among whom was Brother
Baldomir Hermanns, who had been also present at the 50th
anniversary in 1935, which saw the consecration of Onitsha
cathedral - one of many buildings constructed by him.

Three prominent members of the Nigerian Province: Fr. Vincent Ezeonyia, General Assistant and former Provincial; Fr.
Philip Aguh, former Provincial and now Secretary to SECAM
in Ghana; Fr. Alexander Ekechukwu, one of the experts at
the recent Synod of Bishops in Rome.

The main Church celebration began on the evening of 6
Dec. with a torchlight procession to the Holy Trinity field
near the Onitsha cathedral. An all-night adoration of the
Blessed Sacrament followed, with the different Dioceses
taking their turn, and next morning there was a solemn
Mass, attended by an enormous crowd. The chief celebrant
was the Papal Pro-Nuncio, Archbishop Paul Tabet, and Bishop Nwedo gave the homily, paying a moving tribute to the
missionaries who had planted and developed the Church. A
civic reception followed the Mass.

the theologians attend the Bigard Seminary at Enugu. A theologate is being built near Enugu at present by two Dutch
Spiritans: Brothers Klaas Hettinga and Jan van Schaijk. The
Province has a missionary thrust and has teams working in
Zambia and Zimbabwe, with other members at work in Ghana, West Germany and six Nigerian dioceses outside of
lgboland. There have also been previous missionary engagements in Sierra Leone, the Congo and the Gambia.

The Centenary Celebrations
The Centenary was marked by both the Spiritan Province
and the Church in Eastern Nigeria with a series of functions.
The main Spiritan function was an open-air Mass on 30 Nov.
in front of the new Provincialate at Nsugbe, near Onitsha (it
had previously been at lhiala). Bishop Nwedo was the chief
celebrant, Fr. Frans Timmermans, Superior Ge_neral, gave the

As part of the Centenary celebrations, on 1 Dec. at lhiala, Fr.
General conferred the ministries of Lector and Acolyte on six
Spiritan scholastics.

News Items
Decisions of the General Council
The General Council
• on 6 Dec., confirmed the election of Fr. Jean-Yves URFIE
as District Superior of French Guiana for a three-year
term, as from 1 Dec.;
• on 13 Jan., confirmed the election of Fr. Johannes de
LANGE as District Superior of Amazonia for a three-year
term beginning on 14 Jan.;
• on 21 Jan., confirmed the election of Fr. Friedrich SIEGERS
as District Superior of Alto Jurua for a second three-year
term, as from 7 Jan.;
• on 23 Jan., confirmed the election of Fr. Heinz KUCKERTZ
as District Superior of Southern Africa for a three-year
term beginning on 9 March;
• on 28 Dec., appointed Fr. John SAWICKI of USA/E to the
Province of USA/E for further studies (first appointment).

Jubilarians
65 Years of Profession:
16 July : Br. Baldomir HERMANNS (USA/E).

60 Years of Profession:
21 June : Br. Adalbert THIEL (Germany).
50 Years of Profession:
22 June : Brs. Anselmus JANSEN (France) and Wilfridus
KUSTER (Holland).

50 Years of Priesthood:
21 June Frs. James BRETT, John CASSIN, Edward FITZGERALD, Michael GILMORE and Christopher
O'NEILL (Ireland) and Edmund RY AN (Kenya).
5 July
Fr. Joseph HOCKA Y (Belgium).
19 July
Frs. Albertus BLOMMAERT,· Antonius REIJNDERS, Bernardus SCHELEN and Antonius VERHOEVEN (Holland).
30 Years a Bishop:
22 May : Bishop Richard ACKERMANN (USA/E).

Our Dead
7
8
9
20
22
27
27
28

Dec.
Dec.
Dec.
Dec.
Dec.
Dec.
Dec.
Dec.

Fr.
Fr.
Fr.
Fr.
Fr.
Fr.
Fr.
Fr.

2
9
9
15
19
25
25

Jan.
Jan.
Jan.
Jan.
Jan.
Jan.
Jan.

Fr.
Fr.
Fr.
Fr.
Br.
Fr.
Fr.

Yves AUFFRET (France), 63.
Serge REDUREAU (France), 51.
Joseph KEENA (Ireland), 73.
Christian PITHON (Yaounde), 49.
Egon ENGEL (Alto Jurua), 77.
Abel BOIZIEAU (France), 77.
Thomas J. CL YNES (USA/E), 72.
Edouard BERIAUL T (USA/W), 90.
(70 deaths in 1985)
lsalino GOMES (Portugal), 90.
Andre BRITSCHU (France), 84.
Manuel GERALDES (Portugal), 74.
Stanislaus M. ZABOROWSKI (USA/E), 88.
Maria-Johannes JAKOBS (Germany), 74.
Joseph MAZERANG (France), 71.
Patrick J. SMYTH (Trans-Canada), 65.
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